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It’s said that every photo’ tells a story. No 
1 car park at Royal Ascot? Not quite. It is 
though a prime location. It’s the Cathedral 
bend car park at Worcester Racecourse 
on Friday 26 May, when 46 attendees 
met for a race night picnic. As with all 
pre-arranged events there were some 
concerns prior to the big night that rain 
might prevent the picnic going ahead, and 
David Bishop had plans in place to advise 
everyone in case of cancellation. However, 
whilst umbrellas were to the ready it was 
not to shield off rain, but to give some 
shade to the picnic goers as the sun’s rays 
beat down - long into the evening. 

Club member Jenny Cheshire (Executive Director 
of Worcester Racecourse) arranged “2 for the price 
of 1” entry to the course, and the Club is indebted 
to Jenny for her considerable help, not just for the 
special entry price, but also for allowing us to hold 

the picnic at the racecourse. The Club also wish to 
thank the racecourse staff who were on duty in 
the car park and who directed us to the perfect 
picnic site.

The event was organised by Janne and David 
Bishop, with contributions from Sarah Waite, 
Rosemarie Davies, Kathy Wilcox, Sadie Densham 
– and Peter Collier, who arrived with trays of 
fresh asparagus which he had hand picked 
and cooked himself. As all those present will 
testify – cooked to perfection. Look out Jamie 
Oliver! Members were extremely generous with 
monetary donations totalling £144 towards the 
cost of the picnic, and the Club is most grateful 
for this support.

 The format for the evening was informal, with 
a steady stream of members moving between 
picnic area and racecourse. The highlight of 
the evening being when Club members were 
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joined by members of the Davis family on the 
podium for the presentation of the Richard 
Davis Award. Richard Davis was a highly talented 
and stylish jump jockey, who tragically lost his 
life in a fall at Southwell in 1996. This year the 
trophy, presented by the Club in memory of 
Richard, was won by Harry Cobden who had 
accumulated 229 points - 29 more than his 
nearest rival Jamie Bargary. Sadly Harry was not 
able to be present to receive the award, and this 
was accepted on his behalf by Sean Bowen – 
himself the award’s recipient in 2014/2015. It was 
a genuine pleasure when several members of 
the Davis family joined us afterwards for a drink 
and chat. The Club thought this event to be 
an appropriate time to make a presentation to 
Doug Miles, who as Chairman for the previous 
four years had tirelessly served and supported 
the Club in every way. On behalf of the Club, Co-
Chairman Helen Cameron presented Doug with 
a signed copy of Edward Gillespie’s latest book 
“60 Years of Jump Racing”. 

The cheers and congratulations rang out loud 
and clear when Viking Mistress, (a horse in which 
Janne Bishop has a share) romped home by 
11 lengths to win under Richard Johnson. The 
success of the entire evening was highlighted by 
the fact that even after racing had finished, with 

the setting sun’s rays lighting up the majestic 
Worcester Cathedral, members lingered over 
coffee, cake and chat. Long after horses had 
been loaded and were homeward bound, table 
cloths were shaken and cars loaded with tables, 
chairs – and a lot of used crockery and cutlery! 
As picnic goers bade each other farewell and 
eventually made their way home, everyone 
agreed it had been a highly successful and very 
happy evening. Roll on next year!

The Club would like to thank everyone who 
attended, and who helped to make this event 
such a success – especially Janne and David 
Bishop for the major contribution they made.
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I started with Paul in the July of 2011. From 
day one I knew Dodge was a character and 
the partnership started from there. Six 
years on and I am still looking after him 
every day. Just at my house, at home with 
me instead of at work in Ditcheat.

Dodge’s last run was at the Cheltenham Festival 
2017 when Noel pulled him up. After the race, 
I took Dodge back to 
the stable yard to wash 
him down and cool him 
off. I received several 
phone calls from Harry 
but couldn’t hear him 
as the signal isn’t great 
there. I ignored the 
calls to concentrate on looking after Dodge 
and thought I’d phone Harry back once I’d 
finished. The next thing I knew Gemma had 
come around the corner and said that I had to 
go back to the weighing room as the owners 
wanted a word. Panicking, I ran straight up there, 
I met Harry half way up and we walked down 
together. I got there to meet the owners with 
tears in their eyes and they told me they were 
going to retire Dodge. Unsurprisingly, for people 
that know me, I started crying. They then carried 
on to tell me that they wanted me to take him 
home with me, to which, I cried even more. I 
went home having a massive smile on my face 

after another amazing day at the Cheltenham 
Festival, even though it was filled with ups like 
having the winner of the Fox hunters, to the 
downs of Dodge pulling up. To be told that he 
was to come home with me made it a day I will 
never forget.

Paul was very kind and said that Dodge could 
stay in the yard as long as I needed. This was 

very helpful as it was a 
bit of a shock to me that 
he retired when he did. 
Especially as when I rang 
my parents from the races 
straight afterwards I don’t 
think they really believed 
me. I had a lot to sort 

out and move around to make room for him at 
home and getting him a stable was on the top 
of my priority list. It took time doing it whilst still 
working on the yard too but I didn’t want to take 
the mick out of Paul’s generosity either.

I had the following Thursday afternoon off so 
I decided that was the day, that was my aim 
for everything to be ready for me to bring 
him home. So on Thursday the 23rd of March, 
Andrew transported him 10 minutes down the 
round to my family home and farm where we 
were all waiting for him. When I got home at 
lunchtime, I was greeted by his stable, decorated 

DODGE'S
NEW ADVENTURE

He has just been 
enjoying retired life 

and chilling out
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with balloons and a banner that my mum had 
made. She had also made some green plaques 
for his stable to replace the once that we had to 
leave behind in the yard at Ditcheat.

Dodge hasn’t really been doing alot up until 
now. He has just been enjoying retired life and 
chilling out. Like most of us, if we get a couple 
weeks off we like to relax and unwind, sleep 
and get our hair and nails done. We like to 
recuperate. For Dodge, he’s getting his food 
and fresh clean shavings (two of his favourite 

things) along with getting his bubble baths 
and brushes. He’s enjoying not having to go 
anywhere fast or doing anything he doesn’t 
really fancy doing, like getting up for work (we all 
have that feeling at some point). If he wants to 
go for a run, he does when he feels like it which 
is most mornings when we let him out. We’ve 
got plenty of time for the serious stuff so I’m just 
letting him enjoy some ‘me time’ and then it’s 
my time when we start riding. I cannot wait to 
see what’s in front of us. The new chapter. We 
got his shoes on at the end of July and we have 
been out hacking on the roads and fields on the 
and around the farm letting him find his feet.

I’m going to start right from the beginning, Flat 
work and pole work. Get control and balance 
then you can do anything, no rush. I hope to 
try everything and then see what he enjoys, 
no doubt there will be lots of galloping and 
jumping if he has anything to do with it as that’s 
what he’s always enjoyed. The sky is the limit so 
we shall see what that brings.

Let the Adventures Begin!!

Lucy Sharpe
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My name is Connor Heaps and I 
currently own and run the Personal 
Racehorse Owners syndicate. I’ve 
always been a very keen race goer/
enthusiast, regularly attending my 
local tracks and also visiting some 
good friends who work within the 
industry at Newmarket. We are 
currently involved with some very 
experienced trainers, all of whom are 
experts within the racing industry, we 
work very closely with them and they 
have a great understanding of what 
PRO is trying to achieve. 

Having always wanted to get more involved 
within the racing industry, I was fortunate 
enough to have been given an opportunity 
to start a syndicate due to the contacts I 
had already. I was confident of making it 
a success using skills I’d acquired through 
previous jobs/projects which involved 
design work, website building and plenty 
of social media promotion. Running a 
syndicate is far from easy, it continues to take 
up a lot of time, but when it’s something 
you love doing it feels a lot less like work!

The reason for starting the syndicate was 
mainly because I felt there was a gap in the 
market for affordable racehorse ownership 
that people simply weren’t aware of. I’m 

sure when you ask most people, they would 
immediately assume that you have to be 
very wealthy to own a racehorse and it 
quite simply isn’t the case! We just needed 
a way of telling people how affordable 
it can be to get involved and offer some 
fantastic opportunities for the everyday 
man or woman to take their enjoyment a 
step further. Joining a racing syndicate can 
be a quite daunting experience, especially 
among some of the ‘high end’ options in 
the market. Our main aim is simple, to get 
the everyday racing enthusiast to the races, 
cheering on their horse from the owners & 
trainers enclosure. We offer a much more 
personal experience; so that every owner 
feels like a member of the PRO team and 
that they all contribute to help get their 
horse to the track. The name ‘Personal 
Racehorse Owners’ to me, sums up exactly 
what we are all about and there’s a real buzz 
about the team atmosphere we’ve created 
amongst everyone involved. We are quickly 
getting a name in the industry and we really 
stand out with club scarves/ties creating a 
sea of orange and black on race days!

We’ve seen rapid growth over the first 18 
months and now have over 100 owners 
currently involved across our 7 horses. We’ve 
got some fantastic horses in our ranks and 
have already added 2 new recruits to our 

CONNOR HEAPS
GUEST COLUMN



7

string this year. A lovely 2yo filly Aislin Moon 
who’s in training with Les Eyre racing, she’s 
been showing some very exciting things 
at home and she’s a hot prospect for her 
owners. We also took a risk and got involved 
with a top quality chaser ‘Contre Tous’ who’s 
in training with Brian Ellison in Malton, 
Yorkshire. He’s a lightly raced 5yo, has only 
had 5 british starts since moving across from 
France and has won 2 of his 4 chase starts. 
Hopefully there’s plenty of improvement to 
come from him and he could definitely be 
taking us to some of the top meetings in 
the country this season. It’s a busy time of 
year for us, currently all of our flat horses are 
in action and with the jumpers just coming 
back into training there’s plenty for our 
owners to get stuck into. We’ve got stable 
visits organised to see both Contre Tous 
& Versifier who’s a lightly raced 5yo mare, 
in training with Grand National winning 
trainer Oliver Sherwood. She should be in 
for a good season after gaining some much 
needed hurdling experience in her first 
season of racing. We’ve also got two horses 
with each of our other 2 trainers, Lydia 
Pearce (Newmarket) and John Spearing 
(Worcester). We’ve got two very progressive 
fillies in training with John, both who are 
coming into their own and we had a brilliant 
day at Ffos Las a few weeks ago where 
Captain Sedgwick won & Lady Gwhinnyvere 
came 3rd on her seasonal debut! Also in 
training we have crowd favourite Sexy 

Secret who is a consistent sort and a real 
character, no doubt his day will come soon 
and he’ll gain his first win this season for 
team Lydia Pearce. Last but not least is 
Maddys Dream, he’s a talented gelding who 
unfortunately picked up a serious injury in 
May last year which kept him off the track 
for over a year. He returned with a fantastic 
run at Great Yarmouth recently, so hopefully 
he can kick on and fulfil his potential.

We’ve got plenty of plans for the future and 
we are currently undergoing a redesign of 
our website which will hopefully be live at 
the end of September. We want the website 
to portray what PRO ownership is all about, 
people enjoying affordable ownership and 
being directly involved with their very own 
racehorse. Looking ahead to next year we 
are always keeping an eye out to grow our 
fleet of horses and we are hoping to add at 
least 1 if not 2 horses before the start of the 
next flat season. Most importantly we are 
always looking to improve the experience 
for our owners and will continue to work 
hard so that they get the most of being a 
PRO racehorse owner.

Connor Heaps 
www.personalracehorseowners.co.uk 
connor.heaps@personalracehorseowners.co.uk
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This is a very exciting time for National 
Hunt owners as we send our horses back 
into training following their summer 
break, especially the new purchases when 
you are wondering, have we got a Grade 
One horse? 

At the Cheltenham sale I was involved in the 
purchase of two horses Lot No 25 a mare named 
Marie Banrigh and lot no 26 The Dellercheckout. 
It is always a good thing to see new owners 
coming into the sport and I am pleased to say 

welcome to John Diver a good friend who 
will share the ownership with me with Marie 
Banrigh. The mare has had a good summer and 
will go to Dan Skelton. the Dellercheckout a 4 
year old by Getaway will go to Paul Nicholls. 
Both of these horses won their first Point to 
Point in Ireland. More newcomers to the sport 
are Pete Skerrit, Wayne And Rob Murcott all are 
members of Little Aston Golf Club in Sutton 
Coldfield. They were keen to get into racing 
and they will share the ownership of a 4 year 
old Gelding by Yates out of a mare High Benefit 
who was trained for me by Alan King and which 
we bred ourselves. The horse as not yet been 
named but the Syndicate will race under the 
name The Fourofus. The horse is now being 
broken and will then have a rest at my daughters 
farm before going into training probably around 
October with a target of its first Bumper race in 
the new year. He will go to Paul Nicholls.

I am very excited about my own horses 
particularly Captain Forez who I am pleased to 
say has retained his novice status. He will stay 
over hurdles and is already well fancied to run 
well at the Festival. This is a deliberate plan to 
allow a very big horse time to mature before 
he goes over fences the following season. You 
have to be very careful with any horse that is 17.2 
hands but when he has fully matured I think he 
will be very exciting. The Captain goes back to 
Dan Skelton who is doing a great job with him. I 
have made a change with Aux Petits Soins who 
will also go to Dan Skelton. When he came from 
France Paul Nicholls did a great job with him 

Politologue should have a very good season and 
will now run over 2 miles. 

JOHN HALES
COLUMN

Column header picture courtesy 
of John Grossick.
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winning the Coral Cup in his first race in England. 
Since then his form as slowly deteriorated and 
last year was very disappointing. When he 
came home at the end of the season we had 
him thoroughly examined and he appeared 
to have a back problem and I called in Mark 
Windsor who is a fully 
qualified Chiropractor 
who put the back 
right but suggested 
he would need 
regular attention 
going forward. 
Unfortunately for 
me Mark lives near 
Oswestry and he 
cannot regularly visit Paul's at Ditcheat which 
is a long trip for him. I am lucky that during 
the season he goes to Dan Skelton,s every 10 
days and it is much closer to his home. It is only 
for this reason that I have moved him to Dan. 
Fingers crossed he will have a better season as 
he is a very talented horse. Politologue should 
have a very good season and will now run over 
2 miles. It will be very exciting to see him at 
speed over the fences and over this trip as he 
is a superb jumper. He did not get 2.5 miles at 

the Festival but should be very smart over the 
shorter distance. Ibis Du Rheu may have to wait 
a while before he goes back into training as he 
is recovering from a fracture to the Pelvis. We are 
waiting for the Vet to give him the all clear. The 
Gi Gi partnership made up with myself, Margaret 

Moody and David 
Stevenson will have 2 
runners in Brio Conte 
and Gibbs Bay. I think 
Brio Conte could be 
very good and it will 
be Novice Chasing. 
The Jury is out with 
Gibbs Bay and we 
hope he keeps 

learning and we see an improving horse this 
season. We all have a lot to look forward to and 
I hope we and all the members of the Racing 
Club have a very enjoyable season.

John Hales

I am very excited about my own horses particularly Captain Forez

It will be very exciting to 
see him at speed over the 

fences and  over this trip as 
he is a superb jumper
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Now in it’s 11th year Jumpers To Follow 
2017-2018 has recently been published 
and aims to whet the appetite of any 
National Hunt enthusiast ahead of the 
upcoming season.

While many – myself included – will be 
looking forward to the potential clashes 
between the likes of Sizing John, Thistlecrack, 
Might Bite, Our Duke and Yorkhill et al in what 
looks a very deep staying chase division, this 
publication focuses predominantly on the 
lesser exposed jumping prospects.

Indeed, 23 of my 40 Leading Prospects – 
which are each covered in great detail – will 
be competing in the novice hurdle division, 
with 22 of them hailing from the bumper 
division. 

The other 17 are mainly made up of novice 
chasers and handicappers and, within the first 
named division, I am particularly excited about 
the prospects of Finian’s Oscar, who dons 
this year’s front cover. Within the space of just 
six months last season, the five-year-old had 
won a maiden Point-to-Point, gone through 
the sales ring at Cheltenham, and won a 
brace of Grade 1 novice hurdles. The physical 
improvement he had made from November 
(Cheltenham sale) to Aintree in April was 
significant and he could go right to the top 
over fences, in my opinion.

There is plenty more to Jumpers To Follow 
than my 40 Leading Prospects, with further 
horses to follow from Ireland; a look at the big 
money purchases at the various sales; horses 
to follow from five leading jockeys (Jamie 
Codd, Noel Fehily, Jeremiah McGrath, Nick 
Scholfield and Harry Skelton) and much more, 
including a whistle-stop tour around more 
than 50 yards from up-and-down the country.

As a taster, here are three novice hurdlers to 
follow in the months ahead:

Dortmund Park
The trainer of this horse has yet to be publicly 
announced, but Gigginstown House Stud 
purchased him during July (cost €230,000) and 
it seems likely that he will be heading to the 
Gordon Elliott stable.

A winner of two AQPS races, latterly in the 
equivalent of the French Champion Bumper 
at Nantes during June, the Great Pretender 
four-year-old looks to possess plenty of size for 
jumping and plenty of speed, so I expect he 
will be campaigned over the minimum trip. 
He finished full of running in both races and 
looks a hugely exciting recruit.

Truckers Lodge
Whilst all eyes were on Aintree and the Grand 
National, Tom George saddled the winner 
of both divisions of the Chepstow bumper, 

PAUL 
FERGUSON
COLUMN
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with the second division looking the stronger 
event. 

Truckers Lodge ran out a taking winner of that 
second division and, given the stamina in his 
pedigree and the fact that he dead-heated on 
his second start in the Point-to-Point sphere, 
he should come into his own as he goes up in 
trip over hurdles. George won this race with 
The Worlds End 12 months earlier and, though 
it would be asking a lot for this horse to enjoy 
a similarly productive first season over hurdles, 
he looks another lovely prospect for a stable 
who looks set for another big season.

Vision Des Flos
The winner of Punchestown’s Goffs Land 
Rover Bumper on his sole start for trainer 
Robert Tyner, Vision Des Flos was purchased 
for €270,000 on behalf of big-spending owner 
Alan Potts, of Finian’s Oscar and Gold Cup 
winning-Sizing John fame.

Switched to the stable of Colin Tizzard, the 
Balko four-year-old is another hugely exciting 
prospect for novice hurdles this season and 
it will be disappointing if he can’t make an 
impact at graded level.

To order Jumpers To Follow direct from 
publishers Weatherbys, please click here 
https://bettrendsshop.co.uk/books/betting/
paul-fergusons-jumpers-follow-2017-2018 
or visit www.bettrendsshop.co.uk - it is also 
available via the Racing Post bookstore.

Paul Ferguson, 1 September 2017
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JO COLLINSON
COLUMN

Summer Diary 2017 - Part 1
6th June: My Flat racing campaign began at 
a rainy Wetherby. It was torrential all day, not 
exactly t-shirt weather. There is an irony in going 
Flat racing in such winter conditions! I led up 
sweet Stanley, who is a gorgeous Black Beauty 
lookalike; he won the best turned out and 
finished fourth. I am still chasing leading up that 
elusive Flat winner. I have had placed horses but 
never a first. It is the one thing that I would love; 
to complete my career.

20th June: On a scorching day at Stratford, 
Walk Waterford (Wally) pulled up but I still had 
something to smile about. Minutes before the 
race, I walked down to the ice cream van with 
Bob Hodge, head of travelling to David Pipe, 
and my colleague Flo Willis. They each got a 
vibrantly coloured Slush Puppie, whilst I chose 
a traditional 99, including a flake. This is the 
summer life, I mused.

21st June: Again, I went into work during 
holidays to lead up Lost Legend, nicknamed 
Ledgy. He was running over three miles at 
Uttoxeter with conditional Jack Savage. Jack and 
I always joke that we are the ‘dream team’ as I 
have led him up on past winners such as Mission 
Complete, Foundation Man and Timeforwest. 
Jack has worked here over three years and has 
run the satellite yard since last summer. He is as 
fit as an athlete and very dedicated. Often older 
horses like Ledgy (a veteran at ten years old) love 
being ridden by a younger lad and the weight 
allowance always helps!

Ledgy is a perfect gentleman – a beautiful bay 
with a handsome head and wise eyes; if a little 
aloof in character. In September, I have looked 
after him for five years and our days together 
have seemed increasingly limited after a few 
lacklustre runs. Ledgy had been kindly gifted 
by owner Gay Smith to the yard for the ‘boys’ to 
ride, yet remains in her lilac and white colours. 
I do not mind interrupting my break to take 
Ledgy racing, simply because he is my Ledgy, an 
old friend.

I knew he was feeling well as Jack had been 
riding him daily, schooling him over the fences 
to rev him up. This was evident as he was 
bolshie to saddle and towed me round like a 
tugboat. And Ledgy did me proud by winning 
by six lengths. He loved the good ground and 
jumped well for Jack. I was delighted; running 
up to them, leaping up to give Jack an ecstatic 
embrace. Of course, Ledgy received the biggest 
hug! There was a lot of caution due to the 
excessive heat, but Ledgy was untroubled, 
obviously pleased he had won. That was his 
eighth win – a legend by name and a Legend by 
nature, no longer Lost to the winner’s enclosure.

June 25th: I started my Sunday mucking 
out extra early in order to get to Cheltenham 
Racecourse, to take part in the 5k Race For Life 
in aid of Cancer Research. The atmosphere was 
electric; the majority of the female crowd clad 
in bright pink, some with ribbons and others 
in costume. Soon, a stream of pink, we were 
following an undulating, twisty route on the 
roads adjacent to the chase track, across the 
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cross country course and along a few of the sand 
tracks the horses canter to post on. Throughout 
the support was amazing; race stewards high-
fiving and the Rock Choir singing half way round. 
Spectators rang cowbells and cheered, especially 
over the final five hundred metres. 

OK, so I am not a Gold Cup winner, lacking 
the class and talent but I doggedly jogged 
the whole way. It was an uncompetitive event 
without chip-timing but, nonetheless, I was 
thrilled to have competed. Plus, I can add the 
Race For Life as another brilliant experience I 
have had at my favourite racecourse. 

July 7th: I attended the first day of the Eclipse 
meeting at Sandown with ‘my’ Visandi (Andy). 
He had not raced since April, when disgracing 
himself over hurdles (the less I write about 
that the better, but I can assure you that Aidan 
Coleman had been far from complimentary). 
Being a Flat winner in France, Andy ran over 
one mile, six furlongs under Fran Berry, and 
finished last. 

Fran came back in, saying, “Send him novice 
chasing.” I answered that Aidan Coleman would 
not thank him for recommending that! Fran just 
grinned! I did feel sorry for Andy, for I thought he 

looked out of place in a paddock of spindly Flat-
breds. Yet, he took the eye of the sponsors and 
won BTO. I am not sure if he will run over fences 
or back on the Flat but I am forever hopeful that 
next time he might be lucky.

The first week of July was the second Racing 
Staff Week, organised by Racing Welfare. Every 
racecourse were enthusiastic supporters of it; 
many had hamper raffles for stable staff and 
extra best turned out money. 

Michelle Marsh won the Best Dressed Human 
in Matorico’s race at Royal Windsor, as well as 
the best-turned-out for Matorico’s presentation. 
The Human award was double what she won 
for the horse! Camilla Sharples, head of travelling 
to Gordon Elliot, was staying at Cartmel and 
found a golden ticket, a number of which had 
been hidden around racecourses Willy Wonka-
style. The head of travelling to Warren Greatrex, 
Laura Parker wrote a daily blog about her racing 
life, with amusing anecdotes about jumping 
two-year-olds out of the stalls and stocking up 
the yard’s new vending machine. Racing Welfare 
brought in two boxes of cupcakes, yet a lot of 
us missed out so, the next day, I brought in six 
boxes of Mr Kipling’s cakes, which were shared 

Harrison Day collecting Market Rasen BTO award
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between the yard and the office. Sandown 
gave out photo frames to all lads who led up a 
winner. There were charity races in which the 
jockeys were stable staff: Izzy Mangan, head 
of travelling to Martin Keighley, rode in the 
one at Newbury and my former colleague Jess 
Richardson, who has been at Jed O’Keefe’s for 
nearly four years, rode in the one at Doncaster.

So, a lot was done for us motley stable staff, each 
of us a tiny cog in the colossal machine of horse 
racing. It is a brilliant initiative, thoughtful as well 
as emphasising our work. Yet, I wish it was not 
in the middle of the summer, when Flat racing is 
most prominent but in the autumn, when both 
codes overlap, possibly in October. 

July 16th: Wally ran at Southwell and finished 
out the back. His owner, Alan Gray, made 
the decision to retire him. Wally has had two 
wind operations but it was still troubling him. 
He will definitely excel in another sport as he 
moves beautifully and is pure black, so is pretty 
stunning. He won me three BTOs out of four 
runs, including his final run. I will miss Wally for 
his charming nature and kind manners. Yet, I 
know he will have a new career eventing or 
showing. 

July 22nd: Market 
Rasen Summer Plate 
day faired hot, bright 
and sunny. As ever, 
the lady spectators 
wore UFO hats or 
fascinators; their 
dresses bright, tight 
and incredibly short. 
The atmosphere is a 
fun one, with lots of 
food stalls and music. 

Harrison collected, 
on behalf of the yard, 
the prize for the Best 
Turned Out Awards 
– simply the yard 

who had won the most BTO prizes during the 
past year (ours was a runaway total of fourteen 
awards). We received a £1000 cheque and 
eight boxes of Pipers Crisps! This was a double 
achievement as we also won it last year. Mad 
Jack Mytton took our tally to one for this year 
when winning the BTO for Summer Hurdle, and 
the sponsors Betfred gave a generous £150. 

We had It’s A Gimme and I’dliketheoption in the 
Summer Plate. I always bang on about Gimme’s 
exceptional nature. In the paddock, he arches his 
neck and dances, but he lathered up in sweat in 
the heat. He gave Aidan Coleman a “great spin” 
to come tenth, only making a mistake at one 
fence, whilst I’dliketheoption gave Killian Moore 
a few hairy moments to finish thirteenth. In the 
past, Gimme has been prone to being wobbly 
post-race and, despite being unbothered his 
previous two other runs, he slipped back into 
his old ways. In the middle of the pre-parade, 
dozens of people threw bucketfuls of water over 
him – emptying dustbin after dustbin. Staff from 
Paul Nicholls’ and Dan Skelton’s helped, and 
trainer Charlie Longsden tipped a few gallons 
over Gimme too. I tried to haul him in circles, 
which was difficult as Gimme’s legs buckled. 

Walk Waterford (left), Lost Legend (right)
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The vets were attentive and the screens erected. 
Gimme was saturated; everyone was equally 
soaked but he did not collapse. Eventually, 
squelching round on the grass, he shook his 
head and returned to normal; the screens were 
removed. When this occurs, it is always scary but 
a big relief when the horse recovers. 

As I continued to lead Gimme round on the 
grass, there was more drama. Our final runner 
Matorico (Matty) had finished being saddled 
when he suddenly reared up, his front legs 
straddling the wooden partition and striking 
Harrison’s head and back on the way back 
down. It is very unpleasant when a horse rears 
up here as the saddling boxes are a confined 
space and half a ton of horse ignorantly 
throwing his weight 
around can cause 
a lot of damage. 
Luckily, there was 
no blood and only 
an egg-sized lump 
of Harrison’s skull. 
The ambulance 
men whisked 
Harrison away into 
the jockey’s medical 
suite, so I handed Gimme to the stable manager 
and took Matty off Angela Slatter, owner to 
Fergal O’Brien, who had grabbed him. In the 
paddock, Matty was angelic and all my soaked 
clothes dried off in the sunshine. Matty finished 
fourth and after we had left the winner’s 
enclosure, a friend took Matty off me and I finally 
got back to Gimme, who was still plodding 
around the grass. Once back in his stable, 
Gimme was not looking comfortable; pawing 
the ground, glancing at his belly and attempting 
to roll: all signs of colic. I got the vet again, who 
gave him a jab of painkiller and it made Gimme 
much happier. 

After the ambulance men released Harrison, I 
said I would drive home so we loaded up and 

set off. Harrison had a slight headache but we 
had eight boxes of crisps to share amongst 
the team; we had had a good day, despite not 
having a winner. 

The next day, Gimme was tired. He flopped 
into barely a jog when trotted up and, when 
turned out, did not canter across the field with 
his buddies, just ambled after them. He had not 
eaten up, but started eating again after a couple 
of days.

July 30th: Harrison and I went to Uttoxeter 
with two runners. We were watching our first 
one circle at the start, which was Ledgy, in the 
Totepool betting shop – a building standing on 
its own from the main stands. I have watched 
runners in there for years, so thought it odd 

when we were 
called over to the 
desk. The man 
asked us for i.d and 
I was aghast. “I’m 
35 and he’s 19,” I 
answered and to 
add that Harrison is 
pretty huge for his 
age, the opposite 
physique to a 

jockey! The man spoke very impolitely, especially 
when I said we were stable staff (which is 
obvious from our appearance and the lead rein 
I was holding) and had nowhere to keep any i.d. 
“We only want to watch my horse,” I answered 
but we were unceremoniously thrown out, 
mid-race. I was incredulous and angry, especially 
when a well-known trainer and his 16-year-old 
jockey son were in the same place. Harrison 
went and I complained to the office, and took it 
to the Clerk of the Course and the Racecourse 
Director. Ledgy finished second, but the whole 
episode left a bitterness to the day. 

The atmosphere was 
electric; the majority of the 
female crowd clad in bright 

pink, some with ribbons and 
others in costume.
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BEN HASTINGS
CHELTENHAM HEAD GROUNDSMAN 
GUEST COLUMN
How did you get into this role? I.e.  
training etc.?
I started working on a golf course as soon as 
I left school in 1998, then I did a College Day 
release scheme where I learnt and completed 
my qualifications 

How long have you worked at 
Cheltenham? 
I have been at Cheltenham since 2006 and have 
loved every single day since

How much has the course or procedures 
changed in this time? 
The Course doesn’t change a huge amount but 
the way we look after it does as technology is 
always advancing.  This can be from anything 
such as spraying equipment to new rail systems 
to the fairly new digital going stick. Also the use 
of drones to assess grass health by measuring 
the amount of UV light absorbed, and assessing 
anomalies below the surface with ground radar, 
magnetic field and conductivity measurements, 
trialling different grass seeds and nutrients

What is a typical day? 
I’ll be in my office which is located in the ground 
staff barns at 7.30am. I’ve normally already got 
the jobs I need doing ready for the team when 
they arrive, from there it’s a case of monitoring 
what is happening on the course, completing 
plenty of paperwork which arises throughout 

the day, various meetings and if I’m lucky I will 
manage to get out and do some work out on 
the track!  The lads under me are fantastic and 
all know their roles and are a huge help to me. 
Throughout the day I’m always in close contact 
with Simon Claisse, Clerk of the Course whether 
by phone, email or in person

How many staff work on the course? 
I have a team of 12 including myself on a normal 
standard non raceday, this rises to nearly 80 on 
a raceday. 

Tell me what’s been going on in the 
summer off season? 
On the course itself it’s been the usual routine 
maintenance, renewing the birch in the fences 
which we do every off season, repairing some 
of the 200 hurdles we have here which take a 
bit of a battering during the season. We take 
the opportunity during the summer to verti 
drain which means getting vital oxygen into 
the ground and helps alleviate compaction. The 
teams get their holidays in as its all hands to the 
deck from end of August onwards getting ready 
for the season. We also have Pony Camp in for a 
week during the school holidays, which allows 
the children a unique opportunity to ride at 
Cheltenham albeit in the infields but not on the 
track itself.  All of this takes time, as well as looking 
after a 350 acre site so we’ve been fairly busy 
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How do you prepare for meetings? Is it 
very much weather watch? 
The weather is always the first thing on my 
mind, in fact I have 3 weather apps on my 
phone I look at daily. Cheltenham seems to 
have its own micro climate so it can be raining 
1/2 mile from the course and dry here and vice 
versa. I along with the team make sure we have 
everything set ready for racing, hurdle positions 
and rail positions take a lot of the time as we 
have to have everything exactly right. We also 
have a wide range of things to get setup for 
racing from putting the mirror stick in place to 
covering the whole course with frost sheets if 
needed so it’s never a quiet time leading up to 
meetings. As you can imagine the weeks before 
the Festival are a hugely busy but exciting time 
for us all

Who decides how much water goes down? 
This is a decision that is made between Simon 
Claisse and myself. We walk the course regularly 
and keep a very close eye on the weather

Do you enjoy racing yourself and what’s 
the best part of the job? 
I live and breathe racing and when I get home 
the Racing channels are the first thing I put on.  
The best part of the job is knowing that we have 
provided the best ground we can for the best 

National Hunt horses in the world to showcase 
their talents

What’s your vision for the coming season? 
To again provide the best ground we can, and to 
make the whole site have the wow factor for all 
visitors to the racecourse whether it’s racing or 
coming to see a show at the centaur. I also have 
a vision that Defi du Seuil will win the Champion 
Hurdle!! (Hopefully!!)
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I’m delighted to have been asked to write 
a guest column in your monthly newsletter 
and should start by introducing myself. 
I have been at the British Horseracing 
Authority (BHA) since 2013 and am the 
Head of Racing – my somewhat grand title 
actually means that I have the privilege of 
leading a team of nine people responsible 
for the production of the annual fixture list 
and race programme, as well as scheduling 
race times at each fixture. 

I am also one of the BHA representatives in 
discussions around the use of central funding. 
This requires cross industry consultation to agree 
principles and specific initiatives with the aim 
of reaching a unanimous ‘Racing’ view. This 
view will then be taken to those responsible 
for central funds. Up until now has been the 
Levy Board, but in future it will be the Racing 
Authority.

These are obviously areas that can be quite 
contentious at times and ones where many of 
the sports fans and participants, quite rightly, 
have strong views. The brief for this piece was to 
provide some insight into what we have been 
up to in 2017 and what is coming in 2018, and 
hopefully I’ll cover some of the areas of interest 
below – at least to me anyway!

Funding injection for grassroots
The change that we are most looking forward to 
introducing was announced in July and is one 
that I think will make a significant change to the 
sport. The new Appearance Money Scheme 

and extra support payments for lower tier races 
are intended to provide meaningful increases in 
the values of races run at classes 3-5 over jumps 
and class 4-6 on the flat. This will be done by 
ensuring that all horses finishing in the first eight 
places will receive prize money, with at least 
£350 for horses over jumps, and £300 for those 
on the flat. 

In order to access these funds racecourses are 
required to offer prize money that is at least 
£900 in excess of existing minimum race values. 
The upshot of this scheme will mean that, 
certain excluded race types aside, the minimum 
prize fund for the majority of races will see 
significant increases –a class 4 handicap chase, 
for example, will now, in most cases, be staged 
for £8,500 rather than £5,800. A class 5 handicap 
hurdle will go from £3,800 to £6,500.

This type of change can only be good for the 
sport and is hoped, given time, to improve field 
sizes and improve the economics of ownership.

Novice chases
A further change that we have recently 
announced is the continued development of 
the novice chase programme. This is a section 
of the programme that is much maligned at 
times, on account of often poor field sizes and 
uncompetitive races, but one that is a vital part 
of the development of the chaser. 

A novice chase review group made up of 
a cross-section of the industry, including 
four trainers, was tasked with making 
recommendations that were primarily focussed 

PAUL JOHNSON BHA HEAD OF 
HORSE RACING GUEST COLUMN
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on providing pathways to develop novice 
chasers, and secondarily to aim to enhance how 
competitive individual races are. We surveyed 
trainers ahead of the review and, as expected, 
received a wide variety of feedback which 
ultimately went into the recommendations. 

The headline of these changes was the 
introduction of a restriction whereby horses 
beaten in a weight for age (WFA) novice chase 
are exempt from any rating change. This comes 
with a graduated increase in the number of 
WFA races which are intended to provide 
opportunities for horses to develop without 
the fear of proximity to a much higher rated 
horse leading to a ratings hike. Alongside this 
we will continue to stage a programme of 
novice handicap chases to provide realistic 
opportunities further down the tree.

A further recommendation was to make 
changes to end of season novice targets, with 
the rating band for the Listed Novices’ Chase 
at The Cheltenham Festival increased by 5lb to 
0-145 and a proposal to run a novice chase series 
with horses qualifying throughout the season 
in WFA chases to take part in a £100,000 novices 
handicap chase final. As I write this, we have yet 
to offer out the final to racecourses but would 
hope to have plenty of interest and will be able 
to announce the location in October.

Increased variety
Another area that we have tried to give some 
attention to in the last year or two is adding 
a little more variety to the race programme. 
Although we remain quite handicap heavy, 
we have begun to add a little more variety by 
introducing new confined handicaps. These 
are a range of races with specific conditions 
including, for example, races framed for horses 
that have not won in the previous twelve 
months but have been placed in the first four in 

a handicap on at least one occasion. We will be 
continuing to look into options as to race types 
that may fit under the confined banner.

We also continue to work to develop the mares’ 
programme, with work in 2017 spearheaded by 
the addition of three new Listed mares races; a 
bumper at Market Rasen in January and chases 
at Perth and Newbury in April and December 
respectively. These complement the existing 
Black Type programme for mares which has 
been developed in recent years.

We also continue to use the BHA Development 
fund every year to provide support for race 
planning initiatives that we think will benefit 
the sport. This is a fund of around £500,000 that 
is generated each year through fees paid by 
racecourses to lease BHA fixtures. Initiatives that 
were supported by this fund in 2017 include 
new introductory juvenile hurdle races and 
series such as the Challenger, Northern Lights 
and veterans’ chase series. 

Get in touch
Another initiative we have launched in 2017 is 
the racingquestions@britishhorseracing.com 
email address. This is an email address set up to 
enable members of the public to engage with 
the Racing Department in order to ask questions 
or make suggestions as to how the fixture list or 
race programme can be improved. 

A quarterly blog is also published that includes 
any points raised that, it is felt, would be of 
interest to a wider audience. We reply to all 
emails sent to racing questions although 
sometimes the more complex queries take a 
little longer than others. I hope members of the 
Cheltenham and Three Counties Race Club will 
make use of this facility if there are any questions 
for the team here.



Wednesday September 20th -  
New National Hunt Trainers for 2017
Laura Hurley, Olly Murphy & Christian Williams, to 
be interviewed by Roger Hart.

Wednesday October 18th -  
National Hunt Season Preview
The panel will be Paul Keeley (Racing Post), 
Rory Delargy ( Guardian correspondent ) and 
one other to be advised, interviewed by Robert 
Cooper (At The Races).

Wednesday November 15th -  
Garry Wiltshire
The colourful bookmaker known as "the belly on 
the telly" to be interviewed by Alex Steedman 
from Racing UK.

The meetings start at 8pm. All welcome - please 
bring your membership cards. Non members 
also welcome at a charge of £6

CLUB NEWS
& FORTHCOMING EVENTS 


